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Non-government organisations (NGOs) are playing an increasingly significant role in post-conflict
situations as donor funding pours into rebuilding programs. Donor funding supports the develop-
ment of a range of humanitarian and civic programs such as peace restoration, civic reconstruction
and peace-keeping. This article is a case study of the rebuilding of the education system in post-
conflict Iraq that contextualises the activities sanctioned by new regime and aid agencies in post-
conflict Iraq. While the war and crisis in Iraq continues to fuel great debate, a full political discussion
falls outside the scope of this paper. Instead, the intention is to unpack the way that the dominant
regime rehabilitates the education system in a seemingly apolitical way. Attempts to rebuild the Iraqi
education system appear to be a case of the separation of political rehabilitation and social recon-
struction. As the need for the new regime to assert political legitimacy grows, an institution such as
education experiences vast changes as local educational practices are restructured to complement
the new regime. In this process, the local teachers and their cultural and educational expertise are
overshadowed by the ‘neutral’ politics of reconstruction. However, the rebuilding of education
systems is a political process, the politics of which are evident in the way that critical agents, such
as teachers, are being reshaped in the image of the new regime. Teachers have the capacity to contrib-
ute to the long-term social and cultural rebuilding of post-conflict nations through their broad social
and educational agency. However, the educational policy and plans of regime-sponsored funding
effectively marginalise the important role of local educators in the civic rebuilding. Teachers’ agency
in Iraq is being overlooked as a means of using educators as peace-keepers who can build long-term
educational capacity and stability in the post-conflict situation.
Introduction
In 1992, a general peace agreement was reached in Mozambique that ended a
decade-long war (Barnes, 1998). The United Nations set up peace-building efforts
that included over 130 NGOs employed to implement ceasefire, disarmament and
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coordination of humanitarian assistance and to increase civil education. Despite the
ten-year conflict, Mozambique was not labelled a ‘failed state’ because its health and
education systems still functioned, albeit at a 50% reduced rate than the 1980s level.
The purpose of outlining the situation in Mozambique is to discuss the fact that
despite the resilience of the education system, NGOs were brought in to rebuild
education and take control of civic education. The Humanitarian Program shows that
NGOs brought with them over 67% of funds to rebuild education, a total of US $4.1
million (Barnes, 1998). This raises the question: if the local education system had
survived the conflict, then why not use local practitioners and educators to rebuild the
system? Barnes states: 
Government line ministries, weakened throughout the war, requested support from the
international community to rebuild their service networks. However, the donors preferred
to use NGOs to implement literally thousands of small projects to rehabilitate schools or
health posts, sink wells, re-open roads, or repair bridges. Political expediency demanded
visibility to create a ‘climate’ of reconstruction and reconciliation (Barnes, 1998, p. 312).
Political expediency to create the right climate for the rebuilding processes becomes
a critical benchmark for reconstruction. In other words, reconstruction is a political
process. More recently, in discussing the work of NGOs in peace-building in Afghan-
istan, Monshipouri (2003) concludes that multi-track methods of building nationhood
and civil society involve both political rehabilitation and social reconstruction. The
devastation of Afghanistan as a result of decades of war, drought and the installation
of the Taliban regime needed international aid to restore order and stability. Drawing
on an abundance of funds, a key issue discussed by Monshipouri is whether NGOs
are the right vehicles for long-term rebuilding or whether they create donor-driven
relief projects and steer away from long-term decisions. This very issue underpins the
argument presented in this paper, that is, whether the rebuilding of civic society can
be helped by using the full capacity of teachers as educational and cultural agents.
The current context in Iraq can draw on the rebuilding efforts in Mozambique and
Afghanistan. Like all policies, the ‘one size fits all’ approach does not cater for differ-
ent contexts of reconstruction. For example, a critical difference is that rather than
rebuilding efforts centring around a mutual peace agreement between warring
parties, as in the case of Mozambique, or the focus on large-scale poverty eradication,
as in the case of Afghanistan, (Monshipouri, 2003), the roadmap for the rebuilding
efforts in Iraq has been drawn up by the new regime that has declared victory in Iraq.
This interpretation is contentious and a fuller and important discussion falls outside
the scope of this paper. However, the point being made is that a legitimate peace has
yet to be achieved while reconstruction efforts are well ensconced. It is within this
fragile context, where legitimacy is critical, that the discussion of donor funding,
education, the role of teachers and the politics of regime change is located.
Post-conflict context: the importance of education
The contemporary education system in Iraq was highly regarded in the region. Under
the Iraqi constitution, free education was legislated for primary, secondary and
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university study. At the primary level, policy focused on the eradication of illiteracy
for both boys and girls, and primary schooling was framed around modern practices
of teaching and learning. Post-primary and university education also evolved with
ongoing innovation and expertise. Despite different social, cultural and economic
levels, the development of the education system was strongly tied to broader cultural
aims, and higher education was linked to economic production and technological
development (Al-Khazraji, 2000). Embedded in the modernisation of the Iraqi
education system was the emphasis on improving teachers with systematic programs
for teacher training. The Ministry of Education made substantial efforts to develop
teachers so that they could be more responsive to the ‘economical, social and cultural
changes which requests the teacher to play his various roles with adequacy and
potency that conform with the society’s requisites’(Al-Khazraji, 2000).
Despite years of conflict and sanctions which limited educational funding, Iraq
placed great importance on education and meeting its commitment to Education for
All (Al-Khazraji, 2000; UNESCO, 2001, 2003). The transformative capacity of
education underpins national development strategies, including Iraq, and nowhere is
the transformative affects of education more apparent than in post-conflict countries.
The opportunity to rebuild community is not only a matter of policy discourse but
also a necessity that makes the quality of that discourse powerful. Analysing policy
from the current context of Iraq, the rebuilding of education systems and the place of
teachers provides insight into the role of teachers and education at critical junctures.
Considering the current post-conflict situation in Iraq, where there is a new regime
of power, within the policy and practice of the new regime it is possible to piece
together a strategic use or disuse of education and eductors. Education is an impor-
tant transformative institution that plays a key role in peace restoration and long-term
development, therefore it would appear that engaging teachers’ capacity when faced
with the necessity to rebuild community with and through education would be a great
asset. However, policy tells a slightly different story.
Post-conflict policies and rebuilding efforts
Recently, Smith et al. (2004) suggested that educational policy is a kind of theatre
where ‘symbolic’ politics are on show. The symbolic gestures are those which pay lip
service to values such as democracy, while the reality of marginalisation and unfair
patterns of distribution ensures that exclusion continues to be the lived experiences
of a significant number. The notions of symbolic policy and politics resonate with the
politics of rebuilding nations and institutions where the perception created by the
discourse of rebuilding is critical to the creating political expediency and legitimacy
(Barnes, 1998). The sense of urgency in re-establishing an education system in post-
conflict contexts fuels the need for an intact education system to complement social
and economic reconstruction (UNESCO, 2001). Education becomes the basis for
ongoing peace-building through the stabilisation of financial, legal and political struc-
tures. Referring back to the example of Mozambique, NGOs were given the respon-
sibility of restoring civic education to prepare and support the nation’s first multi-party
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election that would legitimate the new constitution (Barnes, 1998). Therefore,
education, elections and governance are examples of the critical role that education
plays in peace restoration and rebuilding. The presence of NGOs in Mozambique
responsible for civic education raises questions about why local educators were not
more prominent in the educational awareness-raising, considering that the education
system was one of the few remaining strong institutions in Mozambique. Perhaps this
is more understandable in Afghanistan where education systems were decimated by
20 years of violence and the Taliban regime (Spink, 2005). What can be inferred is
that the use of local educators to lead educational rebuilding is problematic.
For one thing, rebuilding education systems brings to the fore issues concerned
with power, knowledge and legitimacy. According to Monshipouri (2003), for exam-
ple, NGOs were used in Mozambique because funding agencies considered this a
more transparent way of accounting for funding. It raises issues about how new
regimes use NGOs and non-state agents to legitimise governance by promoting a
particular type of knowledge specifically used to make sense of and to verify intended
policy. In a context like Iraq, where clashing versions of truth and ways of acting are
implicit in what is going on, how governance is legitimised and how policy is enacted
becomes critical.
Rebuilding systems brings to the fore issues concerned with power, such as who has
the authority to determine the shape of educational reform and what constitutes
knowledge. On a deeper level, it prompts questions about the kinds of policy and
discourses evolving from a post-conflict situation. The World Bank Vice President for
Middle East and North Africa downplays the issues of knowledge and power in
rebuilding education systems, giving credence to the assumptions that there is a
neutral process by which education systems are restored. Christiaan Poortman states 
While the Ministry of Education is undertaking the development of a new curriculum, this
grant [from the World Bank] will be used to print and distribute existing textbooks to
ensure that Iraqi students and teachers start a new school year this September with
sufficient teaching and learning material (World Bank, 2004).
In this case, the Ministry of Education is making the curriculum and content
decisions, and thus what knowledge is valued, however it, in turn, is being influ-
enced by external NGOs who have ‘done this before’. A press release from the White
House illustrates the blurred lines of decision-making and power. The release states
that the Minister of Education is in charge of the in-country consultation—with
whom, is not made clear—but there is also a clear process model to follow based on
previous experiences. Leslye Arsht, Senior Advisor to the Ministry of Education in
Iraq states, 
The Iraqi Minister of Education, Dr Ala ‘din Alwan, will begin a process across Iraq in
which all sectors of the country will be engaged in talking and thinking about what the
education system should look like and deliver here. This follows the model of other coun-
tries around the world that have been allowed to democratize their education system. The
important thing is Iraqis will decide what is best for their children …To help them—we are
collecting the experiences of other countries that have emerged from authoritarian rule
such as Bosnia, Latvia, and the Czech Republic (Arsht, 2003).
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Teachers’ agency for social reconstruction 103
But there are clear indications from the language of the press release about the type
of education to be ‘delivered’. There are assumptions that the previous regime
opposed democratic education, where the discourse of democracy is politically
charged, rather than referring to equity and access. But what is overlooked in the
discursive theatre of policy is that the education system in Iraq was considered among
the best in the Middle East, until sanctions severely impacted on the capacity to
provide quality and equitable schooling to all levels (UNESCO, 2003).
Therefore, instead of restoring education, the aim is to rebuild as a new institution
that is discontinuous from what has gone before. It is this political decision to break
with the past, even though the education system has been exemplary, that raises
questions about how those in power go about making decisions about governance and
establishing ways of cementing truth and legitimacy. From the experiences of NGOs
in Afghanistan, Monshipouri (2003) concludes that ‘to be effective, NGOs strategies
should be based on maintaining a position of neutrality in the post-conflict
reconstruction era’ (p. 151).
However, even a statement such as ‘what the education system should look like and
deliver here’ frames education in market-based terms—the delivery of education—and
thus is political in its discourse. When the power to determine the process of change
is controlled by the new regime, then the decisions about educational rebuilding frame
education as political discourse and new way of doing education. Establishing the
decision-making and consultation processes of policy politically charges relations
between the new regime and how it engages other agents to aid the rebuilding of Iraq.
The theatrical nature of policy tries to encapsulate the key differences between pre-
and post-conflict, creating a sense of drama and change necessitating reconstruction.
For example, the rebuilding will ‘democratise their education system’ implying that,
prior to the new regime, the system was anti-democratic. As discussed earlier, this was
not the case in Iraq if democracy is related to equality and access. Iraqi teachers are
key agents implicated by rebuilding policy and processes. The next section focuses on
Iraqi teachers and how they are co-opted by political policy, and outlines their place
in the rebuilding of community.
Where are the educators?
It could be argued that in post-conflict situations the teacher is a critical agent of
transformation. Certainly, in post-conflict rebuilding, creating a space for the educa-
tor to resume teaching and learning is a key indicator of the transformation of conflict
into normalcy (UNESCO, 2001). For example, in the Iraqi conflict, schooling was
resumed in 2003, well before the conflict situation and social and economic stability
looked like being achieved (WorldBank, 2004). The resumption of school was a
symbolic return to normal life, highlighted by news reports on 7 April 2004 from the
BBC. One report stated that, ‘School attendance has risen from 60% directly after the
war to more than 95% in this year’s national exam week, according to UNICEF. But
much work remains to be done to restore the country’s crumbling, overcrowded
classrooms’ (BBC, 2004).
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104 A. Vongalis-Macrow
The resumption of education is a critical symbol in the rebuilding of peace and
community. Spink (2005) states that four million children returned to school in the
first two years of peace in Afghanistan, ensuring that many millions were spent by the
international agencies and the United Nations on rebuilding schools for children.
Resuscitating schools so that a semblance of normalcy returns to post-conflict life
depends on teachers also going back to schools. Indeed, in post-conflict situations
educators are critical agents in rebuilding community and enabling peace-building
because their return to work is a benchmark that signals a period of restoration to
community practices. According to a UNESCO discussion paper about rapid educa-
tional responses that outline intervention programs, teachers’ basic duty is to convey
information about health, environment, disease and peace-building (Aguilar &
Retamal, 1989). However, if the restoration of teachers to their schools is such a sign
of life returning to normal, why do policy-makers rely on other agents, namely NGOs,
to lead the reconstruction of education? My contention is that teachers are key agents
used by governing powers to enable emergency measures and signal the return to
normalcy, but they are also strategic agents in the way that governing regimes engage
teachers’ agency within restructured education systems. Teachers’ agency is an
interesting concept to discuss because it provides a framework for understanding how
teachers’ actions can influence structure, shape relations and legitimise change.
Teachers’ agency can be defined as actions that are part of the obligations of a teacher
that carry degrees of authority and autonomy which are enabled through structural
interaction (Archer, 1984).
By identifying policy related to the projected roles of educators in post-conflict
Iraq, it is possible to understand how teachers’ agency is co-opted to usher in a new
regime of power that has a new role for education. What emerges is an understanding
of teachers’ agency and power and how the strategy of employing teachers’ agency for
social and economic reconstruction is critical for the new regime in Iraq.
The agents and systems
Education systems are constructed as organisations that manage the interactions
between structures and agents in order to perform specified education and social
functions (Archer, 1995; Willmott, 1999). Teachers are critical agents, with profes-
sional obligations, authority and autonomy in the organisation and management of
education systems and, while much research has been conducted on changing educa-
tion systems, the positioning of teachers as key agents is less known. However, they
are potentially powerful agents of educational change. The numerical presence of
teachers is a powerful reminder of how influential teachers’ collective actions can be.
As education systems around the world undergo change, the lived experiences of
teachers, as they confront working within those education systems, suggest that
teachers are strategically reconstructing their agency in order to reclaim the develop-
ment of the profession and reassert values underpinned by social justice, human
rights and self-determination. These broad social values became evident at the Third
World Congress held by Education International in 2000. Results from data collected
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Teachers’ agency for social reconstruction 105
at the Education International Third World Congress, in which teachers and their
union representatives from 29 countries shared their experiences and views, show
ways that teachers are reacting to global issues that influence educational reforms.
Coming from different social, political and economic contexts, educators agree about
education as a public good and a vehicle for social justice (Vongalis, 2003). For exam-
ple, the day after the Education International Third World Congress in 2000, the
Bangkok Post ran the headline ‘Classroom sell-out irks teachers’. The article summed
up the resolve of the 1300 delegates at the Education International Congress
condemning the ‘commercialisation and privatisation’ of education (30 June 2001,
p. 4). The article outlined the political concerns of teachers demanding a revision of
neo-liberal trends in social and education reform.
The politicisation of education and social reform is not surprising when put in the
context of the development of the teaching profession. Since the early 20th Century,
the politics of education change have been at the forefront of teacher interests and
relations. Teachers have occupied a strategic place in social reforms which under-
pinned teachers’ need for ownership of their practice, fair and equitable working
conditions, and sought to voice and power to social classes less privileged and repre-
sentative in public politics and decision-making (Lawn, 1987; Dale, 1989; Ginsburg,
1995). Teachers influence the sociopolitical context that frames their work.
The current era, marked by a new global economy transforming economic and
social development, presents a set of contemporary issues confronting teachers. The
formation of Education International grew out of the recognition that teachers had to
confront new global social conditions. Burrow states 
The convergence of International Federation of Free Trade Unions (IFFTU) and World
Confederation of Teaching Professionals (WCOTP) in 1993, in Stockholm, came about
as a result of the politics of 1989 and the reshaping of world politics … Globalisation was
drawing the need for consensus around issues of school reform and mobility. The result
was a harmonious and welcomed merger and in 1995. The first Congress of IE was held
in Harare, Zimbabwe (Burrow, 2000).
Analysing the opinions of teachers at the Third World Congress, held in 2001,
provides interesting context for the broad beliefs of the profession in the current era
of educational reforms. Essentially, educational and social change are political
processes and for this reason the experiences of social and educational change in Iraq
can also be constructed as political from the educators’ perspective. As the previous
Iraqi constitution outlined a social and cultural role for education and teachers, it
could be presumed that the Iraqi teachers had much in common with their fellow
professionals as they grappled with education in the global era. Figure 1 shows teach-
ers’ concerns at the Education International Third World Congress. The topics that
feature highly in teacher concerns include neo-liberalism, social conditions, teacher
conditions, gender issues and the role of Education International, their professional
body.
Figure 1. Teachers’ concerns about educationNeoliberalism as a social and economic policy was criticised by teachers and
their representatives because it created an internationally competitive economy
underpinning reform that resulted in furthering the gap between developed and
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106 A. Vongalis-Macrow
developing regions (Vongalis, 2004a). In general, teachers expressed disagreement
with neo-liberal policies, in similar arguments put forward by George (1999), link-
ing the neo-liberal social and economic reform to the privatisation of education
and the exclusion of poorer children and learners, especially girls, the restructuring
of learning for global economic utility, the marginalisation of teachers as social
agents, and the degradation of working conditions for many teachers around the
world. Arguments put forward by teacher union representatives suggest that there
is a correlation between neo-liberalism and deteriorating education and working
conditions for teachers that marginalise teachers who are socially active agents
(Vongalis, 2003, 2004).
What can be surmised about teachers’ responses to teaching in a global economy
is the emphasis on the potential for social capacity of teachers’ work. Teachers locate
their work within the broader social parameters and construct their profession as
educators limited to classroom practitioners, but they also share a vision of the profes-
sional teacher as someone who has social responsibilities. Teachers’ social agency
capacity allows them to speak out against the marketisation of education, the utilisa-
tion of education as a commodity and the increasingly narrow definition of what
education means. The anti-neo-liberal stance underpins the capacity for teachers to
address economic issues that are at the heart of development and reconstruction of
societies. Teachers’ social agency expands teachers’ work from the school and
classrooms into the social space where political dialogue and action reside.
Iraqi teachers are in a unique situation where their return to work is a positive signal
that peace-building and restoration are beginning. The work of educators is critical
for the return to stability and social reconstruction. From this vantage point, it could
be expected that they would play a critical role in the policy process designed to
Teachers' Concerns in Education
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Teachers’ agency for social reconstruction 107
rebuild education systems and further enhance the reconstruction of community.
However, the reliance on outside actors, NGOs and the politics of regime change
ensure that teachers in Iraq have similar experiences to their counterparts around the
world where they experience diminution of their social capacity to influence educa-
tion and policy. We can surmise that educators are key actors in the symbolic theatre
of policy but that real educational change is left in the hands of others. So, on the
stage of symbolic theatre, what role—other than a symbolic one—do educators play?
Does this role have a greater purpose than symbolic theatre?
(Dis)continuity as normalisation: the symbolic theatre of teacher 
professional development
In making long-term decisions about educational reform, the new regime in Iraq is
politicising educational rebuilding because policy makes clear value-based decisions
about knowledge, the process of change and who should be involved. In fact, it may
be fair to say that all large-scale reforms of education systems have political dimen-
sions where policy is seen as a way to showcase new values and ideas. Monshipouri
(2003) suggested that successful NGOs needed to stay neutral to prevent the
politicisation of rebuilding. Duggan’s (1996) experience of the reconstruction of the
Cambodian education system suggests another critical factor in the relationship
between agents involved in the rebuilding. In the case of Cambodia, reconstruction
of the education sector created a culture of economic and social dependency from
the donor organisation or government. In other words, reconstruction aid consoli-
dated an unevenness in relations. Consider the assistance of USAID in Iraq in this
light: 
USAID’s Year 1 Education Program … employs a dual strategy that focuses on emergency
actions to support the resumption of schools while laying the foundations for critical
reforms to ensure that the education system and schools can play a constructive role in
rebuilding social cohesion and progress in Iraq (USAID, 2003b).
On the one hand, USAID ensures that its policies have long-term outcomes so that
it is not only creating donor dependency. On the other hand, the policy of rebuilding
‘for critical reforms’ to model particular dominant systems of education illustrates the
power dynamics of those who are able to resource education and shape change.
USAID has clear visions about the purpose and role of education. 
USAID’s goals are to increase enrollment and improve the quality of primary and second-
ary education, ensure that classrooms have sufficient materials, facilitate community
involvement, train teachers, implement accelerated learning programs, and establish
partnerships between U.S. and Iraqi colleges and universities (USAID, 2003a).
Rather than creating donor dependence, what is disconcerting is the way the power
is assumed by those who have the funds to restore normalcy and thus have privileged
status in ongoing partnership arrangements. The way USAID justifies ‘critical
reforms’ glosses over key political points about the past that work to consolidate a
revised version of the past. Consider the following statement: 
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108 A. Vongalis-Macrow
Under Saddam Hussein’s regime, a whole generation of Iraqis grew up disconnected from
the rest of the world. Unemployment and low salaries forced Iraqis to abandon
professional jobs and accept menial labor. Professional talent declined in health, private
enterprise and education. Economic conditions led to poor labor efficiency where the
available labor pool was ill-matched to economic opportunity. This mismatch led to poor
economic and social returns on education (USAID, 2003a).
The damage of US-led sanctions and their devastating impact of the Iraqi education
systems are ignored (UNESCO, 2003). Instead, the previous regime is to blame and
ipso facto education contributed to poor economic and social conditions. Couched in
the language of economic opportunity and returns, education was found wanting
under the previous regime despite USAID policy acknowledging that Iraq had an
abundance of ‘professional talent’ in health and education.
USAID hopes to lay the foundations for ‘critical reforms’ but what kinds of
teachers are needed to operate the ‘critical reforms’ outlined by USAID? The return
of teachers to schools in Iraq signifies a resumption of routine life for parents, children
and subsidiary industries that support education. In this case, the educator becomes
an important social symbol of continuity in the business of life.
However, the nature of the continuity of normalcy is dependent on the social and
political changes that create a space for education in the post-conflict context. A
recent press release from the White House pronounces the return of teachers to the
classroom as a political win for the occupying powers. The press release, ‘Iraqi
teachers returning to work’ states: 
Iraqi teachers who were persecuted for their political beliefs during Saddam’s regime are
finally returning to their chosen professions. Approximately 15,000 teachers were fired by
Saddam’s regime for political reasons, including relatives of Iraqis who were executed,
exiled, or imprisoned. To date, 4,700 have been re-hired by the Ministry of Education and
1,100 more will be rehired in the next few days (Coalition Provisional Authority, 2004).
What is revealing about the rhetoric of the press release is the way that teachers are
constituted as political actors; in this case, the returning teachers were those who
opposed the ousted regime. The return of these political actors to the classroom, part
of the de-Ba’athification process, is a sign that political ‘normalcy’ as legitimised by
the new regime is returning. This poses the question of whether teachers are political
actors or not. Strategically, educators normalise the rebuilding projects of governing
regimes as soon as they step into a classroom or operate a school. Their role, once in
this position is to continue rebuilding as planned by governing powers. In doing so,
educators act to make the new practice and policy normal, which also means they
discontinue previous ways of practice and policy.
As a counterpoint, it must be noted that reports vary as to how many teachers were
also sacked by the US administrators for being aligned to the previous regime.
However, the US sacking of Ba’athist teachers ‘smacked of an ideological witch hunt’
(Asquith, 2004) and was received negatively by the communities, prompting anti-
American sentiments. In the spirit of inclusion and democracy, and based on the
assessment that teachers really do carry political baggage, the rehiring of teachers was
publicised as a step towards rebuilding social identity, unity and the ‘graduation’ of
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Iraq’s sovereign powers in determining national policy (Coalition Provisional Author-
ity, 2004). In other words, according to the new regime, the return of teachers to the
classroom is a political act to mark the resumption of civic society. However, once in
the classroom the political actions of teachers are reshaped. In the classroom, the
political power of teachers is deemed negligible by some authors. ‘Teachers don’t
have the power to convert a classroom of kids’, wrote Asquith (2004). This statement
is nevertheless contested by Spink’s (2005) experience of teachers in Afghanistan.
Spink contends that teachers promote social and ethnic division and are highly polit-
ical in the resumption of education in post-conflict Afghanistan. It prompts the ques-
tion about teachers’ position in Iraq: if the teacher can be hired and fired for
representing a political actor, then how can that actor suddenly become apolitical in
the classroom?
The depoliticisation of teachers is ensured through the implementation of policy
that reconstructs teachers’ work as practice removed from history and politics and
removed from giving voice to broader social and cultural issues such as those shown
in Figure1. USAID has designs on teacher training. Teacher training largely funded
by USAID and outsourced to other NGOs targets changes to teachers’ professional
development though training programs underpinned by concepts such as leadership,
critical thinking, mutual respect, freedom of expression and teamwork. The work-
shops, for professional teachers, include lesson planning, classroom management,
learning strategies, performance and measurement, punishment and reward and
parent–school partnerships. Unfortunately, with the de-Ba’athification of teachers,
there appears to be a presumption that teachers also lost their teaching capacities.
What is evident from the training workshops is the dominant discourse about
teachers’ work reframed and rationalised within the parameters of classroom quality
control and accountability. Teachers’ technical knowledge about student learning
and evaluation, effective lesson planning and classroom management defines the
professional in the new context. Added to this is the emotional labour that teachers
are expected to import into their work considering the post-conflict traumas. A glar-
ing omission is the intellectual capacity of teachers to address the ongoing political
and social issues that underpin discontinuity of cultural practices and the introduc-
tion of a new sort of normalcy. A clear example is where the US instigated the de-
Ba’athification of teachers, thereby re-educating teachers to take on a new identity
without the previous political attitudes. In effect, to deploy teachers in the new class-
rooms meant a strategic redefinition of their agential capacity and resulted in attempts
to depoliticise teaching. For example the Coalition Provisional Authority has set out
to prevent ‘the politicisation of education, which requires filtering out political pres-
sure, propaganda, and violent tendencies from the curriculum’ (Coalition Provisional
Authority, 2003).
The new policy from the governing regime sanctions a new stage for educators
where politics is associated with propaganda and violence and thus removed from the
curriculum. But the idea that politics is a way to understand power and ensure repre-
sentation is not raised, so that ruling politics is left to those in governing positions and
teachers’ identity and capacity for political and social dialogue is thus negated.
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The depoliticising of teachers reflects the managerialist approach to social change,
whereby governing agents have the power to delineate roles and responsibilities. Even
in contexts when social change is initiated and sustained though the rebuilding of
education systems, the teacher-agent is constructed as a character player in the
theatre of change. The educators’ view of what constitutes knowledge, truth and
practice in education is diminished, as is the capacity to unmask the traps and domi-
nation of particular powers that would be embedded in a political role for educators.
Perhaps this is the experience in Afghanistan as described by Spink (2005), where
there was the presumption that teachers did not have a political identity in post-
conflict reconstruction. Clearly, educators in the post-conflict context occupy a
strategic role that breaks with the past and seeks to discontinue past practice.
In addition to this critical role of changing practices, according to Fevre (2000) the
overt use of educators as emotional labour increases professional uncertainty because
there is an educative focus on individualism and personal development that decon-
textualises the education from broader social and political context. Educators are
encouraged to construct identity for themselves and their students as individualised,
emotional and introspective, not as a way to form a politicised or social understanding
of who we are. Fevre (2000) calls this the demoralisation of educators, where ‘a deeper
process of stripping out morality from our lives that leads to a loss of purpose in the
Western culture, and the loss of belief in what might yet be possible’. In other words,
instead of being the agents of reconstruction, educators are the means by which discon-
tinuity with the previous social and political context is created while the aid agencies
and NGOs take more ownership of ‘critical reforms’. By normalising discontinuity,
that is, normalising the rebuilding projects of governing regimes, educators become
the symbolic actors of reconstruction, acting to return normalcy and implement ‘critical
reforms’, both actions having implications for the broader political agency of teachers.
Long-term community rebuilding: transformative education
Current education directives and educational research address the transformative
capacity of learning (Arnold & Ryan, 2003; Brown, 2004; Victorian Curriculum and
Assessment Authority, 2004). How learning can change society and rebuild identity
and values are focal points for educational policy. For example, Arnold and Ryan
(2003) address the need to deepen teachers’ functions within changing education
systems. Although it remains unclear what ‘deepening’ means, underpinning changes
are clear social justice concerns that link quality educational outcomes to broader
equitable social and community goals. There appears a distinct shift from the harsher,
outcome-driven educational goals that characterised the neo-liberal era of the 1990s
towards a more humanistic approach to managing educational change. It would
appear that far from being obstacles to reforms, as teachers were labelled in the 1990s
when they did speak out against the marketisation of education, the deeply held
beliefs of teachers that focused on democratic and equitable outcomes and access to
public education have entered current discourse about the long-term transformative
affect of education on community values. How can this apply to the role of teachers
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in the rebuilding of community? If we analyse the policies of the new regime in Iraq,
the place of educators is strategic and powerful.
The educator does the transforming by using education and knowledge as a vehicle
for enabling a new discourse that marks the end of conflict and the beginning of some-
thing new. Education that seeks to transform society through policy and practice
illustrates the morphogenetic capacity of agency (Archer, 1982), that is when
teachers, as critical agents in education systems, use their authority and autonomy to
transform the way structures and processes are devised and operated. In Iraq, the role
of teachers acts to usher in normalcy but also discontinuity from past social and
cultural practices embedded in the previous education system. Instead of being the
agents of reconstruction, the type of educators emphasised in the new policy norma-
lise (dis)continuity, that is, enact the practice of breaking with the past, depoliticising
change, and embedding an ahistorical view of context—all of which are sanctioned by
new policy. Educators become the symbols of the new form of regime of truth that
reframes teachers’ work as managerialist discipline and practices.
There appears a stark contrast between the potential for teachers’ broader social
agency that ensures the social justice aims of education, a sense of social responsibility
(Spink, 2005), as suggested earlier in this article, with the consistent narrowing of
educators’ agency away from social justice issues towards managing classroom
practice. Teachers at the Third World Congress regard the profession as a hybrid of
social and education agency where their involvement in civil society means an active
presence in awareness-raising programmes, cross-cultural dialogue, addressing the
politics of social change, advocacy work and promoting public dialogue about
education as a public good.
Conclusion
This article presented a case study of the rebuilding of the education system in post-
conflict Iraq. In post-conflict nations, rebuilding education systems takes on a priority
to ensure long-term future stability of the nation. USAID and other NGOs invested
more than US $75 million to rebuilding Iraq’s decimated education system. Recreat-
ing the routine of going to school and resuming education provides a sense of
normalcy in post-conflict situations so expenditure on rebuilding education is seen as
a priority in reviving peace and community. In addition to peace-building, education
policy showcases how new regimes intend to rebuild education systems with a distinct
new purpose that reflects the vision of the new regime. In the case of Iraq, the discourse
of education policy attempts to contextualise change as discontinuous from what came
before and the promises of new books, training, classrooms and partnerships gives
policy a theatrical fervour.
In post-conflict situations, NGOs are often responsible for the rehabilitation of
education systems. This is primarily due to the lack of educators, as well other
political reasons in which new knowledge is used to legitimise a new governance or
else create new learning suitable for peace-making. When analysing Iraq, what the
education policy of the new regime stresses is the separation of ‘political rehabilitation
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112 A. Vongalis-Macrow
and social reconstruction’ (Monshipouri, 2003, p. 138). Policy shows that the new
regime predicates educational change as an apolitical process of social reconstruction.
However, when examining the role of educators in the implementation of policy, the
politics of regime change is evident. In the post-conflict climate of Iraq where rebuild-
ing civic systems is critical, educators are co-opted to implement change, funded by
USAID and other agencies, that depoliticises and displaces the social and educative
capacity of their agency. Rather than using the fuller capacity of educators to engage
in the formation and implementation of a socially just and culturally contextualised
education system, policy uses educators as strategic agents for legitimising regime and
educational reforms—in short, for creating normalcy and discontinuity with the past.
When considering long-term goals of social rebuilding and peace-building, a critical
element in social reconstruction is missing when local teachers are rebuilt as primarily
classroom practitioners rather than having influence in ‘critical reforms’. For teachers
in the current global context, a broader social and cultural capacity means that
educators seek to influence policy and decision-making on behalf of socially just and
culturally complementary education systems. Teachers’ agency in Iraq is being
overlooked as a means of using educators as peace-keepers who promote education
and stability in a post-conflict situation.
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